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An exhaustive inventory of traditional tattooing will not be presented here, although this form of folk art needs to be recorded for its scope, its design and its methods. This form of art is by definition as perishable as the people who carry the symbols around,9 and without a wealth of comparative material we can hardly hope to discern fashions, themes and innovations. In this paper Thai traditional tattooing is introduced from an historical per spective, and it will become clear that this exercise is quite fruitful. It has bearing upon the system of administration as well as the class structure and class friction. The historian must from the start recognise that there are two intrinsically dif However, the wrist is at present still used by tattooers to place marks of no religious significance, the tattoos for decoration only (sak len). Little village boys, who can be found in the foreground whenever there is a diversion, and who love watching adult men receive their sacred tattoos, may badger a tattooer to give some also to the youngsters. The specialist will not give the magically charged symbols to any man uder the age of seventeen, but he may be persuaded to execute a small geometrical design or the picture of a butterfly or a fish on the wrist of the bravest of the small boys. For a while these boys will be proud of their newly obtained decorations. They carry the sign that they could stand the pain of the needle, and they may feel a bond with the older males who are so ostentatiously marked. However, it will not be long before they are aware of the fact that their little marks are purely secular. The decorations on their wrists lack all the religious power ascribed to the patterns their seniors wear. What appeared to them to be a mark of adulthood is soon felt to be a sign of childish impatience which cannot be erased.27 It could be argued that the whole of the old-fashioned magically oriented religion is rapidly disappearing, and that a custom such as religious tattooing is therefore also doomed. Such a view is based upon the idea that in a society with technical innovation and efficiency there is hardly place for traditional religion.
Traditional religious tattooing
Whilst this may be true for certain aspects of old beliefs, it does not apply to sacred tattooing. At present, young farmers spend considerable sums of money to obtain yet further tattoos; and the ceremonies to activate the hidden forces behind the tattoos, which can be organised in the rural monasteries, draw a con siderable proportion of the eligible men. At least in the region with which I am most familiar, the custom shows no sign of abating. One reason why tattooing persists today is that many farmers still believe that there is a good chance of its being efficacious. Many of the designs are reputed to help the wearer escape troublesome situations. Some of the sacred syllables are believed to influence other people so that they will feel sympathetic towards 
